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On March 11, the House of Representatives voted 230 to 196 in favor of a six-month moratorium
on the delivery of the final $40 million in contra aid pending a full accounting of monies thus far
spent on the contra effort. (See "House Passes Bill Postponing Delivery of $40 Million in Contra
Aid: Administration Given Notice to Change Cenam Policy," CAU 03/11/87, for details.) The
vote tally was as follows: 213 Democrats and 17 Republicans in favor, and 40 Democrats and 156
Republicans against. House Speaker Jim Wright admitted that the bill has few possibilities of being
approved in the Senate, but that its major purpose was to put the White House on notice that US
military support for the contras will not be continued. He predicted that the administration's $105
million contra aid request to be voted on later this year will be soundly defeated. During the often
passionate debate, Republicans accused Democrats of betraying US interests in the region with
statements such as "we do not wish to go down in history as responsible for delivering Central
America to the Soviets." But Democrat majority leader Tom Foley referred to such statements as
cowardly (among other things), since they avoid admitting that the contra aid program had failed.
Democrats stated that the time has come for the administration to offer an alternative policy. The
present Central America policy has failed, they said, evidenced by the facts that in six years the
contra army has not produced any military victories, and is furthermore, accused of human rights
violations. Speaking to reporters, Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs Elliott
Abrams said the House vote "represents perhaps the nadir of our voting strength in the House"
and was occurring "in a context which is the most disadvantageous possible one for us." The vote,
he said, "is kind of a freebie for House members," because they could vote to stop the $40 million
while knowing that the funds would not actually be cut off. On March 12, the Senate voted 97 to
1 for a non-binding resolution supporting a peace plan for Central America developed by the
government of Costa Rican President Oscar Arias. Republicans warned that while they felt obliged
to support a resolution endorsing a negotiated settlement, their action should not be interpreted
as withdrawing support for the administration's policies in the region. Sen. Terry Sanford of North
Carolina sponsored the resolution, saying that the Arias plan "might be our last, best hope of
achieving a peaceful resolution of the conflicts in Central America." The Arias proposal would
require cease-fires in the Nicaraguan, Guatemalan and Salvadoran conflicts, followed by suspension
of foreign military aid to rebel groups, a general amnesty and negotiations. In addition, the plan
calls for democratic general elections, guarantees for improved human and civil rights, and an
overall reduction in military forces. (For details on peace plan, see "Central American Leaders
Fail to Offer Joint Support for Costa Rican Peace Plan Described as Parallel to Contadora," CAU
02/18/87; "Nicaraguan Government Reaffirms Disposition to Participate in Dialogue on Peace
Plans, Including Costa Rican Proposal," CAU 02/20/87, and "Nicaraguan Government Modifies
Position on Costa Rican Peace Plan," CAU 02/25/87.) House Democrats have made the Arias plan
its "alternative" for US Central America policy. While many Democrats believe they have sufficient
votes to block further aid to the contras, they want to offer an alternative plan. After the vote on
the Arias plan, an attempt was made by Senate majority leader Robert Byrd to begin debate on the
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House measure for a contra aid moratorium. Republican leader Robert Dole invoked Senate rules to
block further debate this week, indicating that Republicans were prepared to filibuster the measure.
Senator Byrd said there would be a vote next week on a separate resolution to bar the $40 million
payment to the contras. That resolution is not subject to filibuster, and the vote is expected to be
very close. (Basic data from UPI, 03/11/87; NEW YORK TIMES, 03/13/87)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

